Fate of degenerating lactotrophs in rat pituitary gland after interruption of lactation: a histochemical and immunocytochemical study.
In the pituitary gland of pregnant and lactating rats a striking proliferation of lactotrophs occurs to meet the increased demands for prolactin. Following interruption of lactation the redundant lactotrophs undergo a massive degeneration until pre-pregnant proportions are re-established. Immunocytochemical detection of prolactin allows the recognition of degenerating lactotrophs until advanced stages of degeneration and leads to the conclusion that this process is autolytic in nature. Histochemistry of acid phosphatase reveals a remarkable accumulation of this enzyme in Golgi cisternae and lysosomes. At later stages of degeneration the acid phosphatase spreads throughout the entire cell. The presence of increased numbers of necrotic cells appears to activate phagocytosis of stellate cells and, to a lesser extent, of follicular cells. Stellate cells responsible for the secondary processing of cell residues are isolated cells characterized by a prominent oval nucleus and an electron-lucent cytoplasm with scarce organelles and extensive cytoplasmic processes. They appear as scavenger cells engulfing cell remnants and debris. Immunocytochemistry of S-100 protein discloses differential staining of two types of cell, one forming clusters of 2-4 cells with faint immunoreactivity, while the other type consists of isolated cells with a stellate profile and stronger labelling to S-100 protein.